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Intertext is a publication of the Syracuse  
University Writing Program. It features  
the work of Writing Program students  
and represents the quality and variety of writing 
produced in its undergraduate courses. 
The Louise Wetherbee Phelps Award recognizes 
excellence in writing in the Writing Program’s 
courses. Submissions are evaluated on depth, 
complexity, technical control, emotional and 
intellectual appeal, and how well they reflect the 
goals of the Writing Program. The 2014 winners 
are Sarah Schuster for “A Q&A with Dark 
Corners” and Soleil Young for “Cashing in on  
the Pink Ribbon.”Co
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For over twenty years, students in the Syracuse University Writing Program have come together each spring 
to produce Intertext. This magazine is the culmi-
nation of  a semester of  hard work and commit-
ment to showcase the Program’s best writing. 
Fifteen people made this publication come 
together, spending countless hours reading, 
editing, designing, and organizing the content 
you now hold in your hand. Each of  our four-
teen student editors brought a unique set of  
skills and talents. Fifteen weeks of  hard work 
later, we are proud to present the twenty-
second annual edition of  Intertext.
Choosing from nearly one hundred sub-
missions was no easy task, and the pieces pre-
sented in this issue are those that the editors 
feel showcase the very best of  the Writing 
Program. The texts featured in the follow-
ing pages came from both upper- and lower-
division courses, and each proved to be as 
diverse in voice as it was in message. The high 
caliber of  these pieces is a testament to the quality 
of  our contributors, their coursework, and 
their instructors.
Many excellent submissions simply couldn’t 
fit in this issue, and we invite you to take a 
look at exclusive web-based content at http://
wrt-intertext.syr.edu/. You’ll find pieces that 
complement and continue where the printed 
issue leaves off. We feel that the online con-
tent highlights the magazine, the Writing 
Program, as well as the Syracuse community 
as a whole.
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We must first thank Patrick W. Berry, 
our professor and advisor. For the past 
fifteen weeks, he has guided us and put in 
numerous hours of  his own time. We ex-
tend our gratitude to the Writing Program 
and to the College of  Arts and Sciences’ 
iLEARN  program for their continued sup-
port of  this publication. We thank the 
2014 Louise Wetherbee Phelps Award judges: 
Allison Hitt, Rae Ann Meriwether, Faith Plvan, 
and Eileen Schell. A special thanks to Jennika 
Baines, Benay Bubar, and Wendy Mansfield for 
their generosity and expertise. We thank 
the Syracuse University Humanities Cen-
ter for supporting the Rhetorical Listen-
ing and Composition Colloquium and 
Workshop series, which led to numerous 
submissions. We also thank Yuan Li and 
Patrick Williams from Syracuse University 
Libraries for bringing the Intertext archive to
SURFACE, an online, open access repository.
Finally, a thanks to the writers for their sub-
missions and the artists for their contributions. 
We thoroughly enjoyed working with your 
writing and artwork. Intertext thrives off  of  the 
inspiring submissions it continues to receive 
each year.
—David Swenton and Katie TullLa
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Chris Ceravolo
“I could fill up a whole page with things to major in.” “Things To Write 
About” was written for WRT 422: “This piece is like a grocery list.  But 
I take my groceries very seriously.”
Doug D’Elia  Syracuse Veterans’ Writing Group. 
“‘Heavy Metal’ is dedicated to all Veterans who have had difficulty coping 
with the consequences of  war.”
Maura Buckley  Major: English and Textual Studies and  
Writing and Rhetoric.“Blacktop Royals” was written for WRT 422: “I 
try to never forget my roots because no matter how much I flourish, 
they’re the only things holding me to the ground, silently and constantly 
infusing me with the materials I need to grow at all.”
Donna Adams  School of  Information Studies. “Six Hours in the  
Clinic” was written for WRT 422: This piece “captures the essence of  the isola-
tion, hollowness, agitation, and anxieties of  dealing with chronic diseases such 
as MS. I was diagnosed with MS over a decade ago and find therapy in writing 
about the disease and revealing its ill effects through open communication.”
Meredith Jeffers  Major: English and Textual Studies and 
Women’s and Gender Studies. Minor: Writing and Rhetoric. “Runner” 
was written for WRT 422: “I was inspired to write this essay after  
realizing there are more ways to communicate than solely with words.”
Kwang Lee Gan  Major: Political Science and English and  
Textual Studies. “Opioids and the Military: A Soldier’s Disease,”  
written for WRT 205, is about “how wounded veterans become mor-
phine addicts.” Gan is originally from Singapore, where he served in the 
Singaporean Armed Forces for two years.
Robert Garite Education Justice Project, University of  Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign. “The Rail” was written for WRT 400: “It  is meant 
to illustrate how difficult it is to fully understand what is going on when 
you are stuck inside of  the prison industrial complex.”
CONTRIBUTORS
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Nicole Letson Major: Art Photography. “The Parts of  My 
Body” was written for WRT 422:  “This piece was the first of  many in a 
more personal, aggressive style that I’ve been incorporating into  
my writing.”
Kiana Schmitt  Major: Writing and Rhetoric. “Papa,” was writ-
ten for WRT 114: “It is a nonfiction narrative that details the memories 
of  her last encounter with someone very dear to her. A fun fact about 
Kiana is that she plans to have at least six dogs when she’s older.”
Nicky Zamoida  Major: Writing and Rhetoric. “In Their Shoes,” 
written for WRT 422: “This highly personal piece describes one of  the 
times when I really learned forgiveness and understanding by putting 
myself  in others’ shoes.”
Annemarie Menna  Major: Anthropology. “You Are the 
Minority” was written for WRT 400: “This piece was written during 
a reflection on how our society has quantified and institutionalized 
thousands of  people  in a way that I—and my white, suburban small 
town—have largely ignored.”
Soleil Young  Major: Biology, Anthropology, and Women’s and 
Gender Studies. “Cashing in on the Pink Ribbon” was written for WRT 
109 and won the award for best lower-division writing: “The breast 
cancer industry isn’t helping women, it’s harming them.” Soleil Young is 
a freshman with a passion for high fashion and feminism.
Emmett K. Sanders  Education Justice Project,  
University of  Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. “Rhetorical Listening: A 
Response to Alexander” was  written for WRT 400: “This piece was 
written to acknowledge the effect of  mass incarceration while defying 
its power to define individuals or deny their humanity.” 
Sarah Schuster.  Major: Magazine Journalism. “A Q&A With 
Dark Corners,” written for WRT 422, won the award for best upper-
division writing: “Seeking unattainable truths through journalism. That 
girl who raises her hand too much in class.”
Mastercontributors4-11-14.indd   3 15/04/14   17:42
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Writing is a way to make one’s expe-riences tangible and real in a con-crete medium. As Terry Tempest 
Williams explains in “Why I Write,” words are 
a way to manifest thought: “I write to imagine 
things differently and in imagining things dif-
ferently perhaps the world will change.” Words 
can be a powerful tool. They can be penned 
in nostalgia, to cope with struggle, or to docu-
ment a moment in time. They may be written 
poetically, lyrically, or in shorthand. 
The contributors of  this section have gen-
erously  given us a glimpse into their lives and 
shown us their way of  coming to terms with 
the world around them through their own per-
sonal writing styles. They have exposed their 
train of  thought, drawn on childhood memo-
ries, relived wartime horrors, and delved into 
the details of  painful illness in order to make 
sense of  their current realities. These authors 
showcase a piece of  themselves through their 
writing. If  you look closely, you may find a 
piece of  yourself  here, too. 
—Morgan Conover, Shanelle Drakeford, 
Danielle Martin, Eric Weyand
Pieces of Myself
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with one catch: I could only use the clear kind. 
When I’m feeling spiteful, I secretly accuse 
her of  trying to make me disappear.
• Also when I was four, I ran out into the 
street wearing my neighbor’s princess dress. 
My dad dragged me inside and yelled at me 
for embarrassing the family. When I told 
my parents I was gay fourteen years later, 
he stayed quiet for a while. Recently he’s de-
veloped an appetite for hunting.  He bought 
himself  a compound bow we can’t afford 
for Christmas this year, and mentioned that 
I used to like archery in Boy Scouts—which 
I quit in seventh grade. He was Scout Master.
8
• I am trying to have a healthy relationship 
with my boyfriend but he is ruining it.
• We must kill the things we put in vases.
• This weekend I lost my jacket and my digni-
ty, I was nearly arrested, and I stopped using 
my meal plan. But now I have a surplus of  
canned chili in the kitchen cupboard. And I 
found my jacket.
• One night this weekend, my boyfriend and 
his cute roommate made dinner in their 
kitchen. I ate both meals. But I’m not into 
that kind of  thing.
• When I was four my mom finally acquiesced 
to letting me wear nail polish to pre-school—
Things to Write About
Chris Ceravolo
masterthingstowriteabout4-11-14.indd   2 11/04/14   14:17
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• Somewhere between eighth and tenth grade, 
my best friend since kindergarten stopped 
talking to me because he was worried that 
his friends would think he was gay. 
• Dusk is still my favorite time of  day because 
that’s when we’d always play until. I can see 
his house from my front lawn, and some-
times I still think he’s watching.
• I think I’m writing this in my boyfriend’s 
voice. Sometimes he just rambles on patheti-
cally like this.
• You’ll notice that these blurbs are all roughly 
the length of  your average Facebook status. 
#socialmedia
• At 1:12 am on December 12th, 2012, I said 
for the first time the phrase “I’m gay” then 
wrote down the date and time on a yellow 
sticky note, which I keep in my treasure 
chest. It’s not a metaphorical treasure chest. 
It’s an actual treasure chest. The metaphor is 
that it contains no treasure. I just want every-
thing to be a performance.
• The tradition of  “coming out of  the closet” 
is a submission to heteronormativity. But if  
I hadn’t “come out of  the closet” then there 
would have been no performance. Now I 
wish I hadn’t “come out.” I wish I had stayed 
in there and thrown a party.
• I hate writing about being gay—as though 
that’s the most interesting thing I have to of-
fer the world.
• I can hear my neighbors through the wall. 
The other day a guy was screaming: “It’s 
now or never!” and a girl was crying “Oh 
my goddddd” (all drawn out like that). How 
could he just give her an ultimatum?  Who 
does he think he is?
• I can’t tell if  I’m nauseous because this pa-
per is poorly crafted, if  this paper is poorly 
crafted because I’m nauseous, or if  I’m just 
noticing that the canned chili I ate for din-
ner is running like sludge through my natural 
plumbing.  The girl throwing up next door 
isn’t helping. (Maybe she’s just coughing).
• I wonder if  Tao Lin inspired this paper—I 
really hope not.
• My grandma was divorced forty years ago, 
but it took her twenty to take off  the ring 
and she still wants to  be a housewife. I tried 
to give her art lessons because she painted in 
high school, but she can only talk about the 
groceries, the weather, and the dog. I once 
wrote about her saying “the brilliant aurora 
of  poetry and music inside her has shriveled 
up and blown away, like dying leaves in the 
autumn breeze” but I don’t think it’s poetic 
like that. I think she’s just lonely.
• How did this turn into the in-class activity 
about telling two truthful stories and one 
falsehood?
• For over a year there has been a bottle of  lo-
tion sitting at home on the kitchen counter 
that nobody is allowed to use because the 
smell gives everybody a headache. It reminds 
me of  the canisters of  water labeled “non-po-
table water” sitting outside the Lincoln Tun-
nel amongst hot traffic, and the plush couches 
at work that everybody is afraid to sit on.
• Jettison—I would write a whole paper just to 
use the word “jettison” in a sentence.
• My dog figured out how to open the refrigera-
tor and the cabinets. My aunt’s dog bloodied 
her paws trying to jump out of  a tenth-floor 
window because she has separation anxiety. 
My other aunt’s dog only walks on carpet, 
and once sat on our front mat (small island of  
fabric in marble foyer) barking for five hours 
while we ate dinner. I think the neurotic be-
havior of  our pets signifies a problem with 
the domestic condition in general.
• I used to love outer space in my high school 
physics class. But now that I’m in college, 
I’m afraid to look up at the night sky because 
I think I’ll see an asteroid or some other ce-
lestial object hurtling toward earth.
• I love talking about myself.
• I could fill up a whole page with things to 
write about.
INTERTEXT 2014 | 9
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The parts of  my body speak to me. Sometimes they whisper quietly, 
but in harmony. Other times, certain appendages yell out at me louder 
than others in a hailstorm of  insults. It’s hard to shush the voices in 
my spine, it’s hard to smother the sounds, the screaming, that winds 
its way from my thighs to my ears. My knees pop, enraged, when I lift 
myself  from the couch that has become like a coffin. I’m still young, 
the doctors tell me I have time to heal, to recover from whatever it is 
that is essentially killing me. 
But I feel old. I feel as though I’ve endured a thousand years of  an-
guish. I’ve been struck down, defeated. My eyelids are heavy. My stom-
ach spins like a macabre pinwheel. My joints, when held in one posi-
tion too long, act as though I’ve spilt superglue, sticking, tearing away 
at my bones. Every month the doctors give me a new packet of  things 
to try, a list of  medical names that could, perhaps, explain my pain. 
“Don’t think those medications will help you!” My body screams. One 
pill. Three times a day. Another pill, once a day in the morning the 
bottle asks of  me, another, in the evening this time. Plus a steady intake 
of  painkillers, just to simply ease the tension of  it all. I consume these 
pills as meals and they proceed to consume me. The lightest touch to 
my skin sends an electrical ripple over every inch. Like the plunk of  
a pebble in a pond it expands, it spreads. Like being stabbed with ice, 
a frozen touch moving around my body. I shiver and spasm without 
control. 
Two hours of  sleep. I can barely function as I move through the world’s 
day. Try again. Ten hours of  sleep, my bed becomes tight around me, 
my body ignoring the screeching alarm clock, needing to stay safe from 
the world. Try again. Eight hours of  sleep requires two cups of  coffee, 
and I still fall away from conversations halfway through. Try. Try again. 
I can never seem to get the numbers right to counteract the torture 
from the day before.
—Nicole Letson
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My body will forever hold the 
memory of hot summer shrapnel, 
and the smell of my own burning flesh.
I sometimes think I see steam seeping 
out of my dresser drawer where I’ve stashed
a chunk of metal that the doctors, 
             and there were many,
pried from my screaming body.
The metal shares a drawer with socks
I use one at a time. Sometimes I take 
the metal from the drawer and just hold it 
in my hands, stare at it like a Rubik’s Cube,
a puzzle to be twisted this way and that
with no obvious solution.  
I don’t even know why
I covet such an odd souvenir. 
I suppose it’s like finding
a piece of comet, 
after it comes screeching
across the sky, exploding
in your backyard,
messing up everything,
making huge holes in the 
manicured lawn.
It’s like that I guess.
My parents display my medals,
             and there are many,
above the fireplace.
A bronze this, and a silver that,
clusters and stars.
I’m a war hero. 
My enlistment photo
was in the local paper. 
The blue, pressed, 
shiny-buttoned uniform photo.
The same photo my parents
have on the fireplace mantle,
how I used to look,
how they want to remember me,
while I sit in a dark plywood paneled basement,
drinking beers and smoking joints,
             and there are many.
My mother cries at night, she doesn’t know I
can hear her down here in the basement,
down here in my own private Hanoi Hilton.
My headphones smother my ears
lost in Led Zeppelin played full tilt,
volume up, screaming.
Whole Lotta Love. 
“Got a Whole Lot of Love,” baby.  
Every night I wire my middle finger 
to the trigger of my revolver,
wondering if tonight will be the night
I have the courage to end the pain.
I know it’s going to happen eventually,
“Dazed and Confused,” baby. 
It’s going to happen and Led Zeppelin
is going to be playing when I send a piece
of metal streaking across the sky 
of my stargazed brain.
But, what song do I go out on?
             There are so many.
I can’t decide,
and that’s the only thing keeping me alive.
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BLACKTOP ROYALS
Maura Buckley
MasterBlacktop3-31-14.indd   2 15/04/14   22:59
16
Intertext, Vol. 22 [2014], Iss. 1, Art. 1
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1 1
I t rtext, Vol. 22 [2014], rt. 
ttps://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1
W hen we were young, we prowled the streets like a pride of  lions. The neighborhood was our per-
sonal jungle, where we ruled the twisted black-
top kingdom like royalty. We were the youth 
of  the neighborhood, brought together sim-
ply by where our parents decided to live. My 
siblings and I lived within walking distance 
of  our closest friends and cousins in a spiral 
of  streets designed by my father and grand-
father named after us: Buckley Road, Maura 
Elizabeth Lane, and William Robert Road 
among them. 
In the empty wooded spaces between 
our houses we fought rock wars and battled 
through Manhunt, staggering home spent and 
caked in sweat, bike grease, and dirt. Parental 
control didn’t exist in the unclaimed territory 
of  backyards and streets. Rules and laws were 
made and upheld by us, the royal family. The 
eldest of  us were kings and knights who ruled 
as tyrants over territories of  paintball huts 
and canoes. 
They habitually switched between terroriz-
ing the younger ones and acting as guardians, 
protecting and imparting the priceless wisdom 
of  their middle school minds. Second in line 
were the queens of  book castles with thrones 
of  branches set high in trees. They acted as 
buffers between the largest and the smallest, 
the peacekeepers of  the realms who judged 
with fair adjudications from their unique 
positions of  the middle. Youngest were 
small princesses and princes who hung off  
their older siblings with wide eyes and ears, 
constantly and diligently watching and listen-
ing to absorb the ways of  ruling the streets that 
would soon be theirs. 
As night fell, porch lights would flicker on 
with the stars and we would race to the clos-
est house, abandoning our darkened domin-
ions until daylight. We’d pile in, the designated 
mother of  the night somehow always having 
just enough food set on the table for everyone. 
How they always knew, I’ll never know. 
As we grew, the streets got smaller, thin-
ner, and more delicate somehow. The trees we 
climbed started to creak under our weight and 
our secret forts shrank to kid-size. It happened 
in the blink of  an eye. The family grew though, 
constant and reliable as always, unchanging 
through its change. The elders passed their 
crowns, graduating into high school or col-
lege or jobs or jail. The youngest took over, 
well trained from their years of  observation 
and imitation. The games continued, some-
how never ending in the fight for a winner. 
Because there were always more: new babies, 
new neighbors, new siblings—the new heirs to 
thrones of  summer nights and snowball fights. 
Patronage
My father is a presence. That is one thing I 
am absolutely certain of. A retired Army 
Ranger who never gave up the haircut or the 
aura of  old-fashioned tough. Boys I brought 
home would breathe a sigh of  relief  as we 
finally pulled out of  the driveway. “Your dad 
is fucking terrifying!” I would shoot a sly look 
and respond nonchalantly “I wonder what he 
taught his daughters.” Despite the jokes, it 
has always puzzled me. However, I suppose 
to the ignorant his silence seems deadly, his 
stoic expression appears intimidating, and the 
focused intensity of  his light-as-ice blue gaze 
is chilling. 
Read the complete story at  
http://wrt-intertext.syr.edu/
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“We were the youth 
of the neighborhood, 
brought together  
simply by where  
our parents decided 
to live.”
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facing reality
For some, the choice between 
denial and acceptance isn’t much of  a 
choice. There are times when life inter-
venes in ways that are both urgent and 
unavoidable, and pressing issues make 
our everyday realities considerably dark.
The authors of  this next section 
were courageous enough to acknowl-
edge and address this darkness while 
beautifully articulating its harsh bite. 
Chronic illness, degenerative diseases, 
mental instability, and growing up 
in an unsound world are just a few 
of  the topics comprising the struggles 
on the pages that follow.
By offering an intimate glimpse 
into the reality of  what haunts them, 
the following contributors encour-
age others to feel less insecure about 
INTERTEXT 2014 | 17
their own trials, while thoroughly 
engaging the reader. They remind 
us of  why it’s so important to write, 
rehash, and thoughtfully probe the 
discordant and disturbing events of  
our lives. They remind us that we all 
travel through our own darkness and 
most importantly, that a glimmer of  
light often lies somewhere ahead.
Each story relies on our abil-
ity to recognize and relate our own 
difficulties to those of  our contribu-
tors. And we are invited to draw on 
their courage as they reveal to us the 
pained and at times tragic accounts 
of  those close to them. 
—Brianna Edgerley-Dallal, 
Mavis Lee, and Alexander Nelson
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I choose “mental health” as a beat in a news-writing class. This means every article I write will delve into a different corner of  
this subject. In an assignment, I break it down 
into four categories: policy, disorder, “positive 
practice,” and “negative experience.” These 
are broad areas and I have made them up, but 
they help make a vast topic more manageable. 
“Negative experience” is a little vague, so I 
emphasize that it focuses on grief  and stress. 
“Positive practice” refers to stress-relieving 
practices to better our mental health, like medi-
tation. I tell my professor I’ll eventually write a 
more uplifting story, but I don’t get around to 
it. I prefer to explore darker corners and don’t 
think I could stand writing a news piece about 
deep breathing. There’s too much dirt in the air. 
My first piece covers policy and answers 
the question, what resources does Syracuse 
University offer mentally ill students? The Post 
Standard reports that the number of  students 
seeking services from the SU Counseling Cen-
ter has nearly doubled over the past five years. 
Counselors and resources are limited, and the 
center is having a hard time keeping up. Coun-
A Q&A With 
Dark Corners
Sarah Schuster
18
20
Intertext, Vol. 22 [2014], Iss. 1, Art. 1
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1 2
I t rtext, Vol. 22 [2014], rt. 
ttps://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1
INTERTEXT 2014 | 19
La
yo
ut
 b
y 
A
le
xa
nd
er
 N
el
so
n.
 P
ho
to
gr
ap
h 
by
 W
hi
tle
y 
W
ill
ia
m
s. 
selors can only provide short-term care and 
those who need more are referred to outside 
help; emergencies are exceptions. Because the 
center is so short-staffed, the counselors don’t 
have time to talk to me. The only person al-
lowed to fraternize with the press, the center’s 
director, tells me he can only answer a few 
questions through email. 
To expand the story, I set up an interview 
with the director of  the Office of  Disability 
Services. Students can apply for academic sup-
port under a “psychiatric form,” and I want to 
know if  his office has seen a similar influx of  
students seeking mental health services. 
We are taught to open an interview by 
developing a sense of  trust. It begins with a 
handshake and a smile, perhaps a comment 
on the weather or an interesting item in the 
subject’s office. It’s important to be present. 
Listening is an active experience and asking 
questions a calculated process. Make the sub-
ject feel comfortable, poke a hole, and capture 
what drains out. 
But the director of  the Office of  Disability 
Services sits me down and immediately tells 
me he won’t talk to me. He’s angry at me, and 
I’m confused. He tells me he’s had bad experi-
ences with student journalists who have writ-
ten articles tainting his office’s name. I tell him 
I come in peace and have no preconceived 
notions and no intentions but to find more 
information for my story, but he thinks it 
was extremely inappropriate of  me to contact 
counselors in his office. They all work in the 
same building. Did I think they would give me 
different information than he would? 
I explain to him that I’m a student and this 
is a learning experience for me. I contacted his 
counselors only because I needed six sources. 
But he is a bureaucratic rock, and he shows me 
the door. I break for a second and murmur, “I 
really want to know...,” but he doesn’t want to 
hear my protests and doesn’t want to tell me 
his story. I leave his office in tears, and when 
I get home, write, “The Office of  Disability 
Services declined an interview.” 
Once, my brother attacked a nurse who 
was sitting behind her desk. He was at Rog-
ers Memorial Hospital in Wisconsin during 
his longest inpatient stay, three months, and 
this was very uncharacteristic of  him. After 
launching himself  at her and screaming, he 
grabbed a pen and started stabbing his own 
arm. This wasn’t so uncharacteristic of  him. 
But Collin’s violence had never been aimed 
externally. During our only physical fight that 
I can remember, I slapped him, and he never 
retaliated.  His nickname during a poetry slam 
I hosted was “The Sexy Cuddle Monster.” The 
Sexy Cuddle Monster doesn’t lunge at people.
When my mother called me and explained 
what had happened, she said the doctors were 
calling these episodes “dissociations.” By 
definition, a dissociation is “a psychological 
defense mechanism in which specific, anxi-
ety-provoking thoughts, emotions, or physi-
cal sensations are separated from the rest of  
the psyche.” Following a dissociated episode, 
my brother collapses and doesn’t remember a 
thing. After he has had two more episodes like 
this, although he is being treated for obsessive-
compulsive disorder and an eating disorder, 
policy says he must now go to a special unit 
where he will no longer be “a danger to himself  
and others.” He’s no longer allowed on outings. 
No strings on his sweatshirts. No shoelaces on 
his shoes. I’m given a new number to call, but 
it’s harder to reach him there. Residents pick up 
the phone, leave to get him, and disappear.
When we finally speak, my brother specu-
lates that what he experienced wasn’t true dis-
sociation at all. He thinks he might have done it 
on purpose. He is an actor, a great one, so this 
isn’t impossible. He makes me promise to not 
tell my parents, and I don’t. But later, doctors 
will convince him otherwise. If  he were truly 
psychopathic enough to attack a nurse and fake 
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a dissociation, they say, he wouldn’t feel so 
much remorse. He wouldn’t be sobbing about 
it. It’s much more probable that his mind, left 
without its previous numbing eating-disorder 
behavior, just didn’t know what to do with it-
self. 
“I should be a case study,” my brother tells 
me when I ask him about it months later. “I 
still don’t really understand.”     
The only people who want to talk about 
mental health are those who have been per-
sonally affected by it. Offices don’t want to 
talk to me. Policy makers don’t want to talk 
to me. But my second story is about the Out 
of  the Darkness Walk, a walk to raise money 
for suicide awareness and prevention. The 
coordinator is a perfect interviewee, quotable 
and already spilling like a waterfall. It takes all I 
have not to cry when she tells me the anecdote 
I end up using for my lead, hearing and feel-
ing it while simultaneously formatting it into 
sentences. I start the story with the following: 
Debra Graham discovered the Out of  
[the] Darkness Walks while throwing out 
what she thought was a pile of  junk mail. 
As papers fell into the garbage, the word 
“suicide” caught her eye. It was a flyer 
promoting a walk in Long Island hosted 
by the American Foundation of  Suicide 
Prevention, the first of  its kind in New 
York. It fell on the day that would have 
been her son’s 18th birthday. She had lost 
him to suicide the year before.
A traditional lead is only one sentence, but 
anecdotal leads get away with more. I spend so 
much time perfecting the anecdote that what 
follows is mediocre. I receive a B+. 
During the winter break of  my sophomore 
year of  college, we had all woken up to my 
brother screaming, “Fuck!” He had locked 
himself  in the bathroom before finally rush-
ing downstairs, my parents following closely 
behind. Sitting on top of  the stairs and clutch-
ing my knees to my chest, I heard snippets of  
his dream, and from the snippets I wrote this: 
He’s standing in a kitchen. It’s our kitchen, but 
everything is brighter. The walls are white and the floor 
is white and the kitchen lighting is horribly bright. It’s 
not a kitchen, but a laboratory, but a kitchen all the 
same. And maybe it’s the bright lights or the fact that 
he’s dreaming but he can feel himself  in this kitchen. 
Feel parts of  himself  he doesn’t want to feel. He feels 
his core, his actual body, and then around him he feels 
the extra weight of  shape. Fat, he thinks to himself. 
What he feels is this fatness. All this extra skin and 
extra meat that’s surrounding the core of  him. He just 
wants it to be stripped away. He wants it gone so badly 
he starts to shake. He thinks how great it would be 
to just be a core. On the counter appears a knife. A 
butcher knife. Bigger than any knife we have in our 
kitchen, but this is a dream, so the knife appears. He 
takes the butcher knife in his hand. He can feel the 
core of  him. He can feel the extra. With the knife, he 
starts chopping off  layers of  himself. There is no blood 
at first. It is a clean chop. He is simply getting rid of  
what doesn’t belong to him, what shouldn’t be a part 
of  him. He starts chopping faster of  faster, but soon 
he chops too far. He’s bleeding now; he’s hit his core. 
But he doesn’t stop and chops and he chops until he’s 
nothing but a pile of  skin and bones and blood and 
even now, he doesn’t feel beautiful.
At the Syracuse National Alliance on 
Mental Illness educational conference, I am 
a smiling note-taker, the youngest by at least 
ten years. The woman sitting next to me 
tells me her mother committed suicide. A 
few tables away, a more than slightly men-
tally disabled man interrupts the speakers 
with sound but inappropriately timed com-
ments. I am completely at ease. I enjoy these 
people, admire their activism and the fact 
that they’re here at 9 A.M. on a Wednesday, 
possibly missing work. I’m skipping all my 
classes. These are my people, and they are 
tough, harshly questioning the man from 
20
22
Intertext, Vol. 22 [2014], Iss. 1, Art. 1
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1 2
I t rtext, Vol. 22 [2014], rt. 
ttps://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1
the New York State Office of  Mental Health 
when he tells us about his office’s plan to ex-
pand community-based treatment. While this 
is all well and good, what does he have to 
say about children’s mental health beds, now 
nonexistent in Syracuse? Is forcing Syracuse 
parents to drive an hour to Utica his idea of  
community building? What are we going to 
do without beds? 
I want to stand on my chair and cheer like 
this is a sporting event. I want to hug each 
and every one of  them and cry in their arms. 
I want to grab the microphone and scream to 
them. I want them to know I understand, I’m 
with them. I’m part of  this. 
But I am a journalist, and a journalist must 
not engage. A journalist is a blank slate able 
only to regurgitate what he or she can ob-
serve. A note-taking fly on the wall is barely 
seen, certainly not heard. Certainly not em-
braced. 
That night I tell their story and dutifully 
swallow my own. 
It’s an uncharacteristically blue day, so I 
choose to write on a bench outside, sacri-
ficing warmth for glimpses of  clear sky. My 
bench sits on a pathway leading to the heart 
of  the university, and students pass every-
where. My focus sharpens in this chaos, but 
my pocket vibrates before I can start. I take a 
deep breath when I see Collin’s name on the 
screen. Every call from home is a coin toss. 
50% chance of  panic, 50% chance of  calm. 
I’m rarely called during periods of  calm. This 
time: rain. He’s sobbing because he got into 
a fight with my mom, who out of  frustra-
tion got into her car and drove away. “Why 
am I here?” he cries to me. “I’m only staying 
alive for them. I’m only staying alive for you.” 
He needs to leave, but he just doesn’t know 
where to go. Ill
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“Go for a walk in the park,” I coax him, 
trying not to beg, but I can hear the despera-
tion in my voice. “Don’t get into a car. You’re 
fine. It’s going to be fine. Please don’t drive.” 
I hear my dad’s voice in the background, and, 
still sobbing, Collin says he has to go.  I tell 
him to call me back, but he hangs up, the line 
dead mid-sentence. 
Students pass. I breathe. As I stare at my 
phone, the longing to call a friend pulls hard 
against my need to carry this conversation in-
side of  me like a precious, bitter jewel. 
“You,” I hear. “Hey, you.”
I glance up and see a boy with a megaphone. 
He’s walking toward me, beaming; his ampli-
fied voice wants to know my name. I can’t help 
smiling, and I tell him. This pretty, shaggy-
haired Megaphone Boy is a perfectly bizarre 
distraction, taking me from one reality to the 
next. Just obnoxious enough to knock my head 
out of  home and back to the bench. Whatever 
this is, this moment is ours, Megaphone Boy.
If  he asked me out, he wants to know, 
through this megaphone in the middle of  the 
university, on a scale of  one to ten, how ro-
mantic would it be? 
“Two,” I smugly answer. Another boy 
with a camera had been hiding farther down 
the sidewalk, and I explain to him that this 
element takes romance points away from his 
proposition. 
After a few more laughs, and his obtain-
ing my phone number, he turns to leave. My 
phone buzzes again. 
“Everything’s fine,” my brother tells me. “It 
was just a fight,” he laughs. “I’m OK, really.” 
Violence, calm, storm. I look up, and the 
boy with the megaphone is nowhere in sight. 
At the end of  the semester, my professor 
says I seem very passionate about my beat. I 
nod and agree. On my papers he writes that 
I have strong structure and style, but a con-
sistent criticism is that I need to pay more 
attention to facts, like the spelling of  names. 
I agree about this, too. I’m an over-reporter, 
I explain to him, spending too much time 
transcribing and researching and not enough 
time writing the actual piece. I create outlines 
like I’m preparing to write a book, ironically 
making me more prone to silly, rushed mis-
takes. 
 But what I want to tell him is how it feels 
to hold these stories in my hands. I want to 
describe, so he fully understands, the feel-
ing of  gripping answers while questions slip 
through my fingers like sand. Questions with 
no answers, like Why him? Why not me? An-
swers that surpass word counts, like what will 
become of  us, how will this end. Topics that 
don’t fall neatly into categories when positive 
practice and negative experience create a swirl-
ing synonym for a home full of  disorder, ruled 
by broken policy. Moments of  happiness and 
hope thrown in, complicating the story line, 
making structure impossible to maintain. 
And in some ways we know this, the inabil-
ity of  journalism to perfectly replicate real life. 
No Truths, only truth. Windows that we frame 
to fit a time and an angle, but that always block 
some light from shining through. We’re taught 
to end an interview by asking, “Anything else? 
Is there anything else you want to say?” Be-
cause inherently we know it’s never enough. 
Dark corners remain dirty. Something always 
slips through the cracks. But it’s the best we 
can do, so we write. 
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Do you want to be in the next issue? 
INTERTEXT
SPEAK. LISTEN. BE HEARD.
Submit to Intertext, an anthology of some of the best 
writing produced by students in courses taken with 
the Syracuse University Writing Program. 
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are easy prey in the wild; they fly low, 
dawdling flights, making frequent stops.  
In another hour I will become the bittern,  
part prey inside the health care system.  
Now I lay awake and hear the male  
cardinal outside my kitchen window, 
perched up high on the fence that buffers 
the morning westerly wind. The night’s 
murkiness is fading, and the cardinal 
towers above the neighborhood’s black 
feral cats with confidence and says “Chip, 
chip, chip.” And continues, “Chip, chip, 
chip.” Maybe this is his way of telling the 
others that he is okay. I open my blinds, 
The Morning
The six-hour clinical ordeal is not  
something I discuss with my aging 
mother or with many of my co-workers. I 
use my vacation time from work. I don’t 
use sick time because that requires an 
explanation, and I can’t bear repeating 
answers to the same questions, asked 
by the same people, about my multiple 
sclerosis: No, there is no cure yet. Yes, 
sometimes I hurt. Yes, I am tired. Yes, I  
will be okay. 
This morning is a good example of  
waking up tired. I feel like the slowest  
bird ever, the bittern. Those poor birds  
Six Hours in the Clinic
Donna Adams
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look down from my bedroom window 
and spot his bright red plumage. But 
just as he is there on the fence, he is 
gone. He flies away free, somewhere 
to someone. I close the blinds and 
get dressed in the dark room. I pull on 
my fading black sweats, a light gray 
oversized t-shirt and grab my sweatshirt. 
I proceed downstairs to pick up some 
reading materials, a yogurt from the 
refrigerator, and a granola bar, placing 
them in my oversized not-so-much in-
style bag. I head outside and make my 
flight to the six-hour clinic.
Check in 8:15 AM
Shelley is taking basic insurance 
information down today; she is wearing 
all gray and has no makeup on. Brenda 
is in a royal purple jacket, gold necklace, 
and is acting as head nurse. She shuffles 
around the room, back and forth from 
her desk to the kitchenette, and from the 
kitchenette to her desk. She is a nervous 
hand washer. Cathy has a bright lime 
green ID lanyard draped over her baby 
blue smock and has been responding 
to Brenda’s random questions since my 
arrival. I try to keep up with their verbal 
tango, but I don’t understand most of  
the medical lingo. By now, I’ve told all 
three that I normally have low blood 
pressure and faint easily. I sit in my 
recliner and prove to them that I won’t 
pass out by eating my granola bar. 
8:30 AM
Resting pulse 72. George and Karen,  
easily in their sixties, a pair of rounded 
silvery love birds perch side-by-side 
getting comfortable in the deep purple 
straight back chairs directly facing me. 
I am in a similarly hued speckled vinyl 
recliner. George opens up early morning 
rhetoric about his swollen legs and 
ankles and last night’s belly problems. 
Karen’s left arm appears stuck like a 
candy gummy to George’s arm,  
and she clutches his wrist and pats his 
feathers down with her other hand as if  
to soothe the pain.
8:45 AM
I swallow a pill.
9:00 AM
George is not comprehending that I am 
trying to read a book. Cathy is taking his 
vitals, and I can’t block his guttural voice 
from my direction—he says something 
flirtatious about being in a room full of 
women. From her desk, Brenda does 
the “Now, now George.” I look up from 
my book and spot Karen staring into 
some faraway place, beyond my recliner, 
beyond the hard cement wall behind me. 
She is humming quietly under her breath. 
She looks tired, and I think she wants to 
get out of her cage. 
9:15 AM
Resting pulse 65. Starting the downward 
dive. My goal is to stay above 60.
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9:30 AM
Shelley begins her “representative” mantra 
from her office closet. Her goal is to speak 
with a real person who can approve 
an insurance claim. Everyone including 
the nurses listens. “Representative. 
Representative. Representative,” she 
chirps this over and over. George, Karen, 
and I share a couple of wavering eye-ball 
quizzical looks, and we shoulder shrug 
together. This interests George and  
quiets him.
9:45 AM
Resting pulse 62. Brenda rattles at my 
machine, attempting to wake it up.
10:00 AM
“Representative…. REP-resentative,  
Rep-Re-Sent-A-Tive!” Surfer Alex 
wheels in, a skinny blond pushes him 
further inside the clinic. Cathy makes 
him comfortable in his recliner. Hooks 
him up to Natalizumab, an intravenous 
for rapidly progressing MS patients. The 
blond pecks his cheek and leaves. Alex 
puts his sunglasses on, lays back and 
rides his wave for two hours.
10:30 AM
Resting pulse 58. “Representative, 
representative, REPRESENTATIVE!” 
Brenda orders me to stand up, move 
around. I go out into the hallway.  
When I return Shelley has had  
success getting through  
to an insurance rep. Brenda and Cathy 
seem relieved.
11:00 AM
Cathy takes George’s vitals once more 
and sends him on his way. “Ya didn’t do 
much,” he says. Cathy explains again 
that they are there on the wrong day. 
11:30 AM
Resting pulse 55. I climb a flight of stairs 
to the cardiologist for my first ECG 
of the day. Bradycardia (aka a slow 
heart) one side effect of the MS med 
Fingolimod—the pill I took almost three 
hours ago. It’s all-good, no worries they 
tell me. I go back down to my recliner, 
first stopping at the clinic desk to give 
Brenda my report card. 
11:45 AM
A Joan Didion look-alike appears. Thin 
lips, pasty draping skin, a frail gait, sad 
watery graying eyes. She is alone like  
me. Brenda hooks her up to 
Mitoxantrone, a chemotherapy agent 
for worsening relapsing-remitting forms 
of MS. The patient has brought a small 
cloth bag of books but slowly faded 
away into her stories.
12:00 PM
Resting pulse 53. I’m back in the hallway. 
I karate kick and try to become a fast 
flying Peregrine falcon. I hate the bittern. 
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12:15 PM
Resting pulse 50. I am now racing 
up the stairwell to cardiology. 
Listening to Brenda and Cathy, I 
think my heart is going to stop at 
any moment. The cardiologist looks 
down at my line chart. “Well they 
tend to panic about these things. 
You’re perfectly fine.” 
12:30 PM
And now I’m back at the clinic door, a 
younger boy jumps in front of me. He’s 
acting jittery as if he has an important 
message to deliver. But he’s here just 
like the rest of us—he has MS. He is a 
frail size and alone, and I see he has a 
yogurt in his bag. I wait for him to get 
settled and then give my report card 
to Brenda. I also see that Surfer Alex 
is gone. 
1:00 PM
Cathy hooks the boy up to some 
intravenous and he turns to tell me that 
it is good to see me again: “It’s been 
at least a few weeks, right?” I have not 
been at clinic in over a year.
1:30 PM 
Resting pulse raises to 58. Come on, 
come on, I can do this. I open my 
yogurt and the boy sees it. “Oh my 
gosh, I have the same flavor too!” he 
says. Yes we do, I think. 
1:45 PM
Brenda approaches and informs me that 
I have to be good before I can leave.
“Of course Brenda…” But I wonder 
what she would do if I just got up and 
walked away. 
2:15 PM 
Resting pulse 62. My body has recovered 
to system normal. The required six hours 
of monitoring have elapsed, and tomorrow 
I will begin taking this daily pill on my own. 
My heart rate should dip and rise without 
my friends from the MS clinic. 
The Parking Lot
When I step outside, it is warm. The  
sun has been shining all day. I am  
tired. My legs feel heavy and slowly move 
my body to my car. I open the car door 
and realize that I forgot to get my parking 
ticket validated and I have no cash. The 
parking attendant asks, “What’s your 
plate number?” I don’t remember and 
have to pull the car forward so that she 
can write it down and then I reverse 
back to her window. “And your name? 
Address?” I give those to her. “Here’s 
an envelope with the amount due. Mail 
it within two weeks.” She flags me away 
and I think, wouldn’t it be nice to fly 
away like the morning cardinals?
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The two-and-a-half  hour car ride to San Diego that warm July afternoon was seem-ingly endless—like how 
time always seems to freeze when you’re 
slouched in the seat of  your least favorite 
class, hyperactively anticipating that glori-
ous moment when the time reads “dismissal 
o’clock.” The year was 2003. Gas prices had 
not yet surpassed two dollars a gallon And I 
still didn’t truly comprehend the meaning of  
the C-word. I pressed my pudgy eight-year-
old nose against the backseat window of  our 
old Ford Explorer and tried to count the yel-
low traffic lines that dotted the 405-South. 
A fruitless effort; sixty-five miles per hour 
plus heavy eyelids equaled a blur of  mustard 
trailing on the black asphalt of  the highway. 
Soon, my innate, adolescent inability to fo-
cus on anything for more than five minutes 
prompted a graduation from line counting 
to cloud watching. My carsick gaze trailed 
up to the light blue blanket speckled with 
cream puffs and I spotted two fish, a dog, 
a dragon, and a man with a top hat until we 
finally arrived at the Big Building. 
The Big Building was boxy and gray—
grayer than the pale concrete across which I 
lethargically dragged my tattered, blue Sketch-
ers. I followed my parents and my sister, and 
as we neared the Building, the sun decided to 
play hide-and-seek with the clouds, casting a 
shadow of  an even darker gray over the place. 
The shiny glass doors slid open silently, eerily, 
followed by a gust of  chill air that greeted us 
as we entered. I kept my eyes focused on the 
heels of  my mother and the linoleum was lit-
tered with squeaks as my Sketchers hurried 
to keep up. When the heels halted, my eyes 
finally raised and I squinted through the cool 
air and looked around the room. 
White, white, white. White—the walls, 
white—the chair, and white—the bed in 
which you were sleeping. White—the sheets 
that almost blended into your skin. The 
only source of  color was from the sun, 
which had evidently gotten tired of  hiding. 
Through the white, white blinds of  that 
cold room, the light leaked in slender drops 
of  molten sunshine, adorning your pallid 
face with streaks of  gold. Your lips parted 
ever so slightly, your brow furrowed deeply, 
and to this day, I have not forgotten the way 
you peacefully sighed,
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before a woman in white gently woke you. 
You could hardly recognize me, but you 
mustered a weak hello as I tentatively ap-
proached the white bed. I placed my small 
hand in yours and the wrinkles told me all 
your stories—the stories I wish I could 
have heard. Somehow, I smiled through the 
warm liquid carving salty trenches down my 
cheeks. I smiled and you took it and claimed 
it as your own. But I wanted you to have it. I 
didn’t need it anymore. I still need you.
Eight hours later, I saw my father cry for 
the first time in my life. Eight hours later, 
I finally learned that the C-word was close 
friends with Death. Eight hours later, you 
finally allowed Cancer and Death to reunite. 
I’m still not sure if  I believe in God, but I 
hope that He listened to your sleep-heavy 
sigh that day and took you by your wrin-
kled hand, because you were ready, even if  
I wasn’t. And I hope that wherever you are 
now, it’s anything but white.
“I’m ready, now, 
Lord. Please take 
me, I am ready…”
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deck. Her head would tilt back slightly, her 
breathing would become strained, like snor-
ing, and her eyes would flutter. Sometimes 
her pupils would quiver in a doped-up stupor. 
Sometimes a slight moan would escape her 
throat; no one really understood a translation, 
if  there was one. She would never really see 
you, never hear you, no matter how close or 
loud or present you were. 
30
There was something wrong with Irene’s mother, most days. She would stand out on the back deck, perhaps 
with the unconscious intention to smoke 
a cigarette, but wouldn’t get to the point of  
lighting it before she would enter her own 
world. She would lean against the railing; not 
as if  she was about to jump, but simply be-
cause that was the boundary of  the wooden 
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nicky zamoida
32
Intertext, Vol. 22 [2014], Iss. 1, Art. 1
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1 3
I t rtext, Vol. 22 [2014], rt. 
ttps://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1
She would stand like that for a long time, 
until Irene’s father would snap her out of  it, 
his sharp voice cutting through the medi-
cations muffling her perception of  sound. 
“It’s getting cold,” he would state, void of  
emotion, and she would trudge back inside, 
not because of  an aversion to return into 
the house, but because her steps were so 
heavy and slow. Irene’s father had to guide 
her back in, his patience level nearly empty 
after years of  dealing with it.
But if  the family did anything, they dealt 
with it—sometimes in unhealthy ways. 
Elizabeth tried bringing friends over, but 
stopped when her friends were freaked out 
by her mom sitting on the couch, blindly 
staring at a television blasting infomer-
cials on repeat. Elizabeth stopped bringing 
friends home eventually. Molly, the young-
est, didn’t fully grasp what was going on. 
She stayed up at Grammy’s when Mommy 
“zoned,” a term that became too familiar 
and used too often within the family.
But Irene became the angriest. Irene was 
the oldest, seventeen years old, the same 
age as me. She was the one who understood 
her mother “zoned” because of  the medica-
tions she took like candy for a leg that was 
never in as much pain as she claimed. Irene 
became angry because she was the one her 
father turned to when he needed a shoul-
der to cry on when the mother crashed the 
car because she was driving intoxicated— 
intoxicated with painkillers. Irene became 
angry because she was the one her mother 
asked for money from when she wanted to 
buy something she didn’t need and would 
never use. Irene was the angriest, because 
she watched her mother be replaced by 
painkillers.
And I, I was the one who never under-
stood, the one on the outside. I was the one 
who fed off  their anger, but never off  their 
never-ending forgiveness. I was the one 
who couldn’t grasp why they still called her 
“mother,” when I believed that she had lost 
that privilege. I never grew up with a mother 
who was always only half-present; and I 
thought that mentally, physically offering 
to share my mother with Irene, Elizabeth, 
and Molly would make up for their loss. 
I was the one who would shake my head 
every time Irene vented to me, ranting 
about another story of  something new her 
mother did.
But at their mother’s funeral after she 
committed suicide—finally succeeding, af-
ter forty-odd attempts—on Father’s Day 
before my senior year, I finally understood. 
When I saw Irene’s father walking down the 
aisle, tears streaming down his face, I finally 
understood. Irene, the oldest, was clutching 
her sisters offering them support—Molly 
especially, the youngest, with the shortest 
time spent with a mother. I saw a broken 
family, a family scarred for life, a family that 
would never be the same again. And as I sat 
there in my seat, surrounded by sad people 
in a bright church with high ceilings and 
worn-down velvet-covered pews, I finally 
understood. 
The term “mother” can be seen as a privi-
lege, something a woman earns after her 
child is delivered from the womb. Sometimes 
the term “mother” is nothing more than a 
word in the dictionary, void of  all conno-
tations and emotions for a person. Or, the 
term “mother” can be a permanent fixture, 
a label worn like a tattoo, never removed 
for any reason. But I understood that day 
after years of  confusion, frustration, anger, 
and misunderstanding, that one can never 
determine the meaning of  “mother” for an-
other child.
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Invisible
Wars
There are no memorials for the lost. The casualties will not be given a granite wall with their names etched in stone. No solemn ceremonies will be held for the 
prisoners of  war locked behind bars, made of  cold steel and 
the invisible bands within society that imprison their voices. 
But they fight on, even if  these fights rage beneath the skin 
of  this nation. They are branded the virus, and we are thor-
oughly drugged so we can be numbed to their pain.
     Too often, stories that are the most important to reveal 
remain the most invisible. Popular media outlets turn their 
backs on the complex, tangled narratives of  those suffering 
from this war in favor of  something easier, more tame. An 
invisible war isn’t just the struggle to survive the bullets 
and bombshells being fired, but the struggle to be heard. 
Since taking a political stance that’s against the mainstream 
is controversial, since swimming against the tide is exhaust-
ing, these voices are often the first to be washed away. Or 
if  not, pushed aside and painted in such a way as to disarm 
those fighting for their l ives.
     For our closing section of  Inter text ,  we wish to shed light 
on this pain—this fight. The authors selected have used 
their writing to strip away the bars, both metaphorical and 
literal, that have shut off  their voices. We were surprised 
and delighted by their vision, clarity in voice, and determi-
nation to be heard and understood. We want these voices to 
have a space of  visibil ity, so their stories could be a site of  
growth, renewal, and understanding.
—André Douglas, Tevion Johnson, 
Johnathan McClintick, Jessica 
Palomo, and Amber Watson
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Let’s consider a hypothetical situa-tion: Corporal Brian Rodriguez is a twenty-two year old Marine who 
was deployed to Afghanistan in 2008. Dur-
ing a routine convoy patrol, an improvised 
explosive device placed in an inconspicu-
ous plastic bag detonates beside his vehicle, 
sending hot fragments of  metal through his 
legs and chest. He is oblivious to his condi-
tion and, despite his injuries, repeatedly tries 
to escape the vehicle while his platoon at-
tempts to pry him loose from the wreckage. 
He cannot hear what they are saying, but he 
knows they are yelling. He cannot focus on 
their faces, but he knows they are staring at 
him—not at his face, but at what is left of  
his body. The medic arrives with an auto-
injector filled with a clear liquid. He reaches 
into the toppled vehicle and applies it to 
Brian’s left thigh at a ninety-degree angle. 
Its contents enter his bloodstream within 
a fraction of  a second. Brian barely feels 
it, but he has just met his new best friend, 
morphine. 
Morphine is a drug classified as an opiate, 
which is used primarily for pain relief. The 
morphine entering Brian Rodriguez’s blood 
stream began as Papaver somniferum plant—
the species of  poppy that is used primarily 
to create opioids—likely growing in a sunny 
field in India or Turkey. The raw opium was 
harvested and purified into morphine at a 
factory likely owned by a multinational phar-
maceutical company, and then purchased by 
the United States Department of  Defense as 
part of  an exclusive contractual agreement to 
provide morphine for US troops. In the fac-
tory, they insert this morphine into modern 
syrettes (or auto-injectors) designed to intra-
venously deliver the morphine in unstable 
conditions as quickly as possible. Several of  
those auto-injectors made their way into that 
medic’s bag, and one of  them made its way 
to Brian’s thigh. As they pull him out of  the 
smoldering wreckage to take him to a hos-
pital, the morphine begins to do a strange 
and wonderful thing to Corporal Brian Ro-
driguez.   
The human brain excretes neurotransmit-
ters called endorphins, which are endoge-
nously-produced opioid peptides that bind 
to his opioid receptors, resulting in a plea-
surable sensation (Steward). The morphine, 
which is an exogenously-administered opiate 
compound, surges up to Rodriguez’s brain, 
carried by his blood. It acts directly on his 
central nervous system by binding to these 
receptors, replicating the effects of  the natu-
rally produced endorphin, but to a greater 
extent (Waldhoer et al.). They make him feel 
good—good enough to forget the agony 
of  his wounds. His breathing slows and his 
bowels, which also contain these receptors, 
tighten as he lies on the fragmented sidewalk 
(Waldhoer et al.). The medic speaks to Brian 
calmly while applying pressure to his legs to 
stem the flow of  blood. The pain does not 
disappear altogether, but lingers as a disem-
bodied sensation, tucked away at the back 
of  his mind as he tries to figure out what is 
going on around him. They carry him to a 
vehicle when the medic clears him for extri-
cation, and he is driven to a field wide enough 
to accommodate the helicopter that will take 
him to the hospital. 
Morphine is prized by military forces for 
its ability to deliver comprehensive pain relief  
to wounded soldiers in emergency situations, 
where other drugs cannot be administered as 
efficiently. Its first widespread military use 
came during the US Civil War, where it was 
used as a post-surgical pain relief  medication. 
It was found to dramatically improve the qual-
ity of  life for those grievously wounded in 
battle that had to cope with poorly equipped 
makeshift field hospitals during their recov-
eries (Adams). Morphine also served to im-
prove their chances of  survival by mitigating La
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pain that could cause complications with the 
recovery process—or, at the very least, com-
passionately deliver them into death’s arms. 
During World War II, the syrette was devel-
oped by Squibb, a pharmaceutical company, 
to allow for the administration of  controlled 
doses of  morphine to wounded soldiers 
during battle (“Morphine”). This vastly im-
proved chances of  survival by preventing 
soldiers from hyperventilating or going into 
circulatory shock from their wounds. But our 
earlier hypothetical situation has not con-
cluded—Brian and morphine are not finished 
with each other. 
Brian wakes up in the hospital and is in 
terrible pain. Beside him, his platoon com-
mander firmly grips his hand and calls for 
the nurse as he begins to gasp for breath. 
The nurse rushes in and makes a beeline 
for the intravenous drip that winds its way 
down into Brian’s forearm. She administers 
morphine, and he begins to calm down. 
42
MasterOpiods4-3-14.indd   4 11/04/14   15:39
44
Intertext, Vol. 22 [2014], Iss. 1, Art. 1
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1 38
I t rtext, Vol. 22 [2014], rt. 
ttps://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1
Morphine is widely used in civil healthcare, 
particularly for palliative treatment, which 
is designed to ease suffering associated with 
terminal illnesses, and for patients experienc-
ing extreme pain. Medical professionals do 
not administer opioids unless the patient’s 
condition necessitates it due to the highly 
addictive nature of  these substances. Off  
of  the battlefield, morphine can be admin-
istered to patients in a variety of  methods, 
including a pill, through an intravenous drip, 
and via a spinal pump (“Morphine Dosage”). 
Brian requires the morphine to help him 
through the healing process, which is often 
long, arduous, and painful. Both of  his legs 
have been amputated above the knee—there 
was no hope of  repairing the extensive dam-
age caused by the explosion. His chest is 
riddled with scars from the multiple surger-
ies required to remove the sharp fragments 
of  metal lodged in his organs. Extensive 
damage was inflicted on his intestinal tract, 
and three feet of  it had to be removed. He 
requires a respirator to aid his ailing lungs, 
and several broken ribs have been reinforced 
with steel screwed into the bone. Brian is in a 
lot of  pain. 
A few months later, Brian is back in the 
US to start physiotherapy. He is reminded of  
his bleak future as he straps on his metal legs. 
His mother helps him get up. The physio-
therapist reminds him to breathe, encourag-
ing him with anecdotes of  those who have 
learned to walk again. It is not easy, and every 
time he falls he is reminded of  the explo-
sion that did this to him. He begins to feel 
cold and starts shivering—he can’t wait for 
his next dose of  methadone. Brian is ad-
dicted to opioids and is undergoing opioid 
replacement therapy to increase his chances 
of  kicking the habit. This therapy has proven 
to be far more successful than quitting “cold 
turkey” and comes as a component of  his re-
habilitation program to reintegrate him into 
society (Mattick et al.). By administering less 
addictive opioids, the effects of  withdrawal 
can be mitigated as the addict is weaned off  
the substances. Brian is on his sixth day of  
opioid replacement therapy, and his addiction 
does not seem to be going away. His mother 
holds his hand to help him up. He tries to be 
strong for her. 
Several months later, Brian sits down 
with his psychiatrist. His progress has been 
phenomenal, and they will be using his re-
covery to demonstrate a successful reha-
bilitation program in the future. His phys-
iotherapist tells other patients how quickly 
Brian learned to walk again to give them 
hope. He can walk on his prosthetic legs 
now—albeit with the aid of  crutches—and 
enjoys walking with his mother in the gar-
den at the hospital. It was a painful process, 
but he is free of  opioids and is doing well 
in his group rehabilitation program, which 
offers support to other disabled veterans. 
He can tell something is different this time, 
because there is a Major in the room as 
well. He salutes his superior and is offered 
a seat to discuss an important issue. When 
Congress decides on the budget for the US 
Department of  Veterans Affairs, it affects 
their ability to offer treatment for all veter-
ans. Thus, they implement a rating scale to 
determine priority (“Opiate Withdrawal”). 
Cuts in the Department’s budget coupled 
with the ever-increasing number of  disabled 
veterans requiring treatment have necessitated 
a shift in priority for enrollment. The Major 
has deemed Brian to be “rehabilitated,” and 
he will cease treatment in a week’s time. They 
will give him a special monthly compensation 
to help him ease back into civilian life, and 
they also urge him to contact a post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD) treatment center for 
veterans to help him cope with the condition. 
They tell him he will be okay, and he believes 
them—it’s time to move on. 
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It has now been four months since he finished 
rehabilitation, and Brian is still unemployed. He 
dropped out of  his PTSD treatment program to 
focus on getting a job, but the search has been 
unsuccessful. The PTSD program wasn’t re-
ally helping him, anyway—the counselor had no 
military experience and could not empathize with 
him. He kept saying he was young and will move 
on, and told him he was tough enough to survive. 
A 2010 study published in the Journal of  Traumatic 
Stress revealed that less than ten percent of  veter-
ans diagnosed with PTSD attended nine or more 
Veteran Affairs treatment programs in fifteen 
years or less in the first year of  diagnosis (Seal 
et al.). Brian realizes he has no financial capital to 
pursue an education that would 
help his job search, and he needs 
to use his monthly compensa-
tion for medical expenditures. 
His mother is saving so he can 
go to college, but he knows she 
will never save enough. He tries 
looking for veteran vocational 
training programs, but becomes 
disheartened when he discovers 
that the feedback for these pro-
grams is overwhelmingly nega-
tive. He’s abusing opioids again 
to cope with his PTSD and the 
burden of  being unemployed. They numb him 
from the pain of  life.
His mother finds his heroin parapher-
nalia one day, and it breaks her heart. She 
confronts him about it, and he resolves to 
quit. This time, though, he doesn’t have 
methadone to help him. It first starts eight 
hours later—he begins to feel agitated, 
starts sweating, and craves the drug. But 
he cannot let his mother down like that 
again. Fifteen hours after his last dose, his 
nose begins to run as he cries uncontrol-
lably. He thinks it will pass soon enough, 
and his mother makes soup for him. Nine-
teen hours after his last dose, he no longer 
has an appetite. He experiences cold and 
hot flashes, his entire body aches, and his 
intestines begin to cramp. Thirty-six hours 
after his last dose, Brian is in hell. His legs 
cramp up and kick incessantly. He is gag-
ging, but has nothing in his stomach to 
vomit up. He has lost four kilograms as his 
body struggles to fight through the with-
drawal. He shivers constantly now—this 
was nothing like the treatment he received 
at the hospital. He keeps reliving the hor-
ror of  losing his legs, and wishes that he 
died on the side of  that street as a real man 
instead of  wasting away as a cripple. Forty-
six hours after his last dose, Brian eats for 
the first time in over a day 
and again begins to search 
for a job. Opioid withdrawal 
is extremely painful expe-
rience, and occurs twelve 
hours after the last heroin 
dose for addicts (“Opiate 
Withdrawal”). The effects 
that occur incapacitate ad-
dicts, and show why quitting 
is extremely difficult, since a 
dose of  opioids would easily 
remedy the situation. 
Though opioids are ex-
tremely valuable in helping the military pur-
sue their goals and the interests of  the state, 
the effects they can have on veterans are 
devastating. Opioids are but one facet in the 
myriad of  problems facing veterans today. 
The effects of  opioid addiction and with-
drawal are further compounded by the dam-
age that military service can do to veterans, 
including traumatic experiences that result in 
PTSD, as well as injuries that severely affect 
their quality of  life. Though these burdens 
can be considered a natural circumstance 
in the theatre of  war, the alleviation of  the 
plight these individuals face is insufficient. A 
statistical analysis of  federal budget appro-
Thirty-
six hours 
after his 
last dose, 
Brian is 
in hell. 
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priations in 2008 reflects that 1.4 percent of  
annual taxes were  spent on the Department 
of  Veterans Affairs while 16.6 percent  was 
spent on the Department of  Defense and an 
additional 5 percent  was spent on the glob-
al War on Terror (Grace). Additionally, the 
War on Terror is largely funded through the 
growing federal debt, but veteran affairs are 
not. This disproportionate spending reflects 
an irresponsible stance on the issue of  tak-
ing care of  those who have given up their 
futures to advance the interests of  this coun-
try. There are veterans like Brian who sought 
to serve their country with honor, but are 
discarded by the powers that be when they 
are “used up,” as if  they were always simply 
tools. The US Department of  Veterans Af-
fairs is doing an outstanding job with their 
limited resources, but it is of  paramount im-
portance to them that their budget increases 
to meet the increased needs resulting from 
engaging in more military conflicts. There 
is more political will in the system to enact 
these changes today than there was in the 
days of  World War II, Vietnam, and Korea, 
but it is not enough. 
Rehabilitation is not a process that can 
be quantified with money or a set amount 
of  time—it is a process that is unique to 
each individual soldier and the injuries, both 
mental and physical, that they receive during 
the course of  their duty. To apply a set of  
numbers to each of  them because of  limited 
funding is unjust given that funding for the 
military seems to be infinite. If  we have the 
political will to put people like Brian on the 
frontlines to suffer for us, then we must be 
able to consider the costs and be able to sup-
port them when they need our help. Perhaps 
you do not care for the hypothetical situation 
of  Corporal Brian Rodriguez. That does not 
make the pain that real veterans experience 
any less genuine, no matter how much mor-
phine we give them.
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If  the regular sights, sounds, and smells that assault your senses when you enter the prison chow hall aren’t enough to dis-
courage regular attendance, having to sit next 
to the rail can drive you to starvation. No one 
wants to sit next to the rail. 
The rail stands about four feet tall and runs 
the length of  the chow hall. Constructed of  
log-shaped pieces of  stainless steel, the rail 
separates the herd of  inmates into two groups: 
those who have already gotten their tray and 
those who haven’t. Once you grab your tray, 
you are supposed to fill in the seats, begin-
ning with the row by the rail. Tables that seat 
four are pushed up against the steel rail. When 
you’re forced to sit there, everyone who enters 
the chow hall passes you by on their way to the 
serving line. This means that if  a guy wants to 
shout a message to someone at another table, 
they have to do so right over you and your 
food. It also means all types of  interesting 
characters pass within inches of  you and your 
meal, complete with their coughs, sneezes, and 
other unpleasant bodily functions. Although 
there is an informal rail etiquette that inmates 
try to maintain, the best thing to do is avoid 
sitting by the rail. Over time we have devised 
clever ways to avoid the rail; you can count 
the people in front of  you before you get your 
tray and, under a guise of  politeness, offer the 
guy behind you to take your place in line. You 
can linger a step behind after you grab your 
dirty cup full of  water or, if  you’re feeling 
rebellious, you can choose not to fill in the seat 
by the rail and sit somewhere else—but this 
usually results in getting yelled at and impo-
litely ordered to move by the lieutenant.
On one unlucky day when I was particu-
larly hungry, I realized a step too late that I 
would be stuck on the rail. Resigned to my 
fate, I approached wearily. It was one of  those 
days when most of  the joint went to the chow La
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hall for a menu of  hamburger and fries, or 
chicken, I don’t remember, so people were 
packed in like sardines and the line went out 
the door. As I was sitting there, trying to pro-
tect my food from the spittle of  people yelling 
over the rail, I was struck by the multitude of  
people in the place. When one line went out, 
another line replaced it, like an endless maca-
bre procession. As I looked a little closer at the 
lines, I noticed that the composition of  these 
lines didn’t change much. Each line had simi-
lar characters: a few guys at the front of  the 
line walking with a cane, rough kept characters 
that no one seemed to want to be around, the 
young crowd, the old crowd. But what struck 
me the most was the consistent way the ratio 
of  black people outnumbered everyone else. 
There was a mix of  whites and Latinos but 
over half  of  the guys in each line were black.
Having been in jail for awhile, I knew that 
it was foolish to make assumptions about 
the people around me—especially based on 
the color of  their skin. Just because some-
one’s skin was a particular hue didn’t mean 
that they were from a particular place, or 
acted in a particular way, or were in because 
of  a specific crime. Something didn’t strike 
me as right, that the disproportionate ratio 
represented something sinister. I knew that 
in America blacks accounted for around a 
tenth of  the demographic, but in here they 
accounted for over 60 percent. I wondered 
what the neighborhoods where all of  these 
guys came from must look like with all of  
them gone. Each person in here had a story, 
stories filled with their own regrets and in-
dividual triumphs and heartaches. But why 
were so many of  the people in here black? 
No one else in here seemed to be worried 
about it. I wondered if  anyone else even no-
ticed. But what did I know anyway, I was just 
stuck on the rail.
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Rhetorical 
Listening
      
  
There are three types of  people in this world: Those who look at dandelions and see weeds, those who look at dan-
delions and see flowers, and then there is the 
dandelion who doesn’t ask to be either, who 
only wants to grow, to be what it is and to have 
a chance to become what it was meant to be.
A bit of  fluff  in the wind.
Responding to Michelle Alexander’s The New 
Jim Crow has been a difficult process for me. Not 
because I’ve no thoughts or because I’ve noth-
ing to say. On the contrary, Alexander’s work cuts 
close to the bone. It has not only inspired new 
thoughts on discriminatory practices and mass 
incarceration as a tool of  racial oppression, but 
it has also brought a number of  thoughts and 
feelings that I’ve been struggling with for quite 
a while to the surface—questions that have 
plagued my mind longer than I care to admit.
How is it that people can normalize injustice 
and atrocity to the extent that they can no lon-
ger see horror as horror but, rather, as just “the 
way it is”? How can anyone who enters “the 
system” ever successfully complete their sen-
tence when the stigma of  incarceration clings 
like an indelible stain on the skin, and the dis-
crimination that comes with it is not only legal, 
but considered appropriate? 
These questions haunt me. I’m not going to 
pretend that they don’t or that they are not per-
sonal. They are. They are very personal.
As a child, incarceration was not abstract. 
It was not some distant thought or theory or 
something you might catch a glimpse of  on TV. 
It was a reality. It was as real as sitting around a 
dinner table and counting the empty chairs. As 
real as going to school and hearing the whispers. 
Kids would go out to play and exchange 
stories of  the fallen. His father, my uncle, her 
brother. They’d list names both as an acknowl-
edgment of  those gone and as a badge of  hon-
or. We show our scars to show our strength. It 
was also a reminder of  the perils that lay ahead 
of  us. Everyone knew about prison, and every-
   Emmett 
    Sanders
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one knew about the grave. They are the Cha-
rybdis and Scylla of  our society.
But with these lessons comes a kind of  non-
chalance. It is not that we were inured, just that 
we were not surprised. Frustrated, yes. Resent-
ful, absolutely. But not surprised. It would be 
like being surprised the sun rose. Discrimina-
tion was just a part of  life.
It still is. The sad truth of  the matter is that 
no one is surprised when a young black or 
Latino male is arrested. No one is surprised 
when they are incarcerated. No one is sur-
prised to learn that prison is filled with people 
of  color. No one. Not the people who make 
the laws, not the people who enforce them, 
and not the people this skewed legal system 
enforces those biased laws against. We rage 
against the dying of  the light, but we do so as 
a matter of  fact. As if  its dying were a given, 
rather than an aberration. People are captured, 
chained, and caged and that’s just how it is.
As is the stigma that follows felons after 
their release. No one in prison is unaware of  
the obstacles they will face when they emerge 
from prison. There are those who are hopeful 
those obstacles may be overcome, those who 
are determined not to be defined by them or 
by their past. There are even those who wish 
to use this experience to help others, to pre-
vent them from falling into the same trap. 
But there is no one in prison who is unaware 
of  the tenacity with which this label clings. 
Nor are they oblivious to the restrictions 
and denials that come with that label. Regard-
less of  what a person was incarcerated for, 
their incarceration does not end with their re-
lease from prison. It is a lifelong sentence im-
posed by a broken legal system and an “other-
ing” society.
Michelle Alexander’s work brings these 
thoughts to the forefront of  my mind, but 
in truth, they are always close by. I have dealt 
with racism nearly all of  my life and with in-
carceration for a good portion of  it. Every day 
I hear horror stories of  lost lives and lost 
freedoms told in the same tone one might 
use to describe last night’s dinner. I have 
told these stories myself, reflecting with a 
measure of  sorrow on the lack of  outrage 
in my voice. I often ponder life post-incar-
ceration and, as much as I look forward to 
that life, as hopeful and determined as I am 
to build a life beyond these walls, I am not 
blind to the obstacles that await me. I know 
the challenges that I face, and the stigma of  
incarceration that will follow me. I am aware 
of  how rare it will be to find those who 
will see me for me rather than for where I 
have been.
This is very personal to me. Still, I am 
reluctant to make it solely personal, which 
is why this process of  responding has been 
so difficult. The problem Alexander speaks 
of  and the questions she raises are so much 
greater than I am. They are bigger than what 
I’ve felt and seen and experienced. They are 
systemic, infecting the structure of  our soci-
ety like a cancer that no one is surprised we 
have. I can speak of  it in a personal manner, 
but I question if  that does it justice.
More, though, these experiences are not 
who I am. They inform me, but they do not 
define me. I am not a victim of  my race, nor 
am I broken by my incarceration. Bruised, 
perhaps, but not broken. In responding to 
Alexander, I cannot help but do so from a 
personal point of  view, but I cringe at the 
thought that some may see that as the point 
of  view of  a prisoner rather than the point 
of  view of  a man who has given a great 
deal of  thought to the matter. Because that 
in itself  only reinforces the stigma of  in-
carceration, and the truth of  it is regard-
less if  someone sees me as a prisoner to 
be shunned or as a prisoner to be accepted 
back into the fold, a prisoner is what they 
see. A weed or a flower.
I am neither. I am fluff  in the wind. La
yo
ut
 b
y 
Je
ss
 P
al
om
o.
 P
ho
to
gr
ap
h 
by
 A
sh
li 
Fi
or
in
i.
51
et al.: Intertext 2014 — Complete Issue
Published by SURFACE, 2014 45
et al.: Intert xt 201   Complete Issue
lished by SURFACE, 2014
50
52
Intertext, Vol. 22 [2014], Iss. 1, Art. 1
https://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1 46
I t rtext, Vol. 22 [2014], rt. 
ttps://surface.syr.edu/intertext/vol22/iss1/1
I wobbled through the doors of  the WHYY, Inc. offices on my heels and in-troduced myself  to the secretary. She ges-
tured to the waiting area, a collection of  four 
black chairs and a glass coffee table, and made 
a phone call. I pulled my bag onto my lap as I 
sat down and adjusted my blazer. WHYY was 
a prestigious Philadelphia public radio station 
affiliated with NPR and home of  award-win-
ning journalist Terry Gross. It was also my last 
hope for a summer internship. I was early for 
a scheduled interview with Craig, the media 
education director. 
I sat in one of  the black chairs and waited, 
listening to whichever news radio show played 
over the sound system in the lobby that hour. 
A female host was in the process of  interview-
ing a lawyer about the “stop-and-frisk” policy 
in New York City. The lawyer—also a wom-
an—was one of  several defending the policy 
in court on behalf  of  the New York City Po-
lice Department. 
“Stop-and-frisk” was a familiar phrase, and 
in the summer of  2013, it became a highly 
contested topic. It was widely claimed that 
“stop-and-frisk” policies could not be racially 
charged when the intent was to protect mem-
bers of  the community. This including those 
blacks and Latinos living in the same neigh-
borhoods canvassed by police using “stop-
and-frisk.” More than four million people 
were stopped, resulting in the removal of  guns 
from the streets, caches of  drugs found, and 
untold lives saved, according to U.S. News & 
World Report.
The interview quickly fell to pieces. The 
host latched on as the lawyer evaded questions 
in an effort to remove herself  from the air. 
“I’ve noticed that there are no minorities 
represented on the team of  defendants,” she 
said. “Is that fair representation?”
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” the woman 
replied. “We are just as capable of  defending 
or validating ‘stop-and-frisk’ in court as any 
one person.”
“But you don’t think that is misrepresent-
ing a group? Have you consulted any mem-
bers of  the black community, other than those 
in court?”
“We are doing our best to conduct the case 
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in a clear and unbiased manner.”
“But you don’t think that’s the problem?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
Just as the host conducting the interview 
was on the verge of  losing all sense of  im-
partiality to call the 
lawyer a racist, Craig 
came down the stairs, 
shook my hand, and 
led me to his office. 
Stephanie was a large, black woman with 
a loud voice and a 
single, consistently 
raised eyebrow. She 
meant business in a 
way that said she took 
no prisoners, espe-
cially among us, her 
employees. She could 
hold an auditorium 
full of  sixteen year 
olds to college stu-
dents in silence.
Stephanie ran the 
local Say Yes to Edu-
cation chapter in Syra-
cuse, New York, an organization where exactly 
one day a week, for three hours a day, I boarded 
a school bus with five other Syracuse Univer-
sity students and tutored English at an inner-
city high school. Which student I had might 
vary depending on the week. Almost no one 
was consistent. When the building supervisor 
was in, she would roam the halls after the final 
bell and haul all those enrolled in the tutoring 
program back to the classroom. Sometimes a 
teacher would knock on the door, the shirt-
sleeve of  a sheepish sophomore clutched in 
one fist. “Can you help him?” they’d ask. “He 
doesn’t understand his homework.” Or occa-
sionally, “Can you help him? He can’t fail his 
Regents again.”
In the state of  New York, all public school 
students must pass Regents Exams in order to 
graduate high school. Michael Bloomberg has 
touted the Regents as 
the spark behind higher 
graduation rates and 
better education, but 
what he fails to admit 
are that the standards 
of  the Regents have 
been lowered. In short, 
students are taught the 
test. In 2010, the effects 
of  this were dishearten-
ing, at best: only 61 per-
cent of  students passed 
their math exam, and 
just over half  of  stu-
dents—53 percent—
passed the English 
exam.
In her book The 
New Jim Crow, civil 
rights advocate and 
writer Michelle Al-
exander would con-
tribute this statistic 
to what she calls “the 
famous ‘birdcage’ metaphor” (184). The 
birdcage is a societal structure, an example 
of  institutionalized racism, something that 
the students—black inner-city youth—were 
undoubtedly familiar with. Education, partic-
ularly public school education among black 
and minority students, is only one part of  the 
cage constructed from the intertwining wires 
that symbolize Alexander’s varying forms of  
structural violence. We can throw our suf-
fering public school system in with the laws, 
institutions, and practices that she cites as the 
consequences of  Ronald Reagan’s infamous 
“War on Drugs,” a war that has contributed 
52
The birdcage is a 
societal structure, 
an example of  
institutionalized rac-
ism, something that 
the students—black 
inner-city youth—
were undoubtedly 
familiar with.
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But Noah was brilliant. We quickly left be-
hind his homework assignment to quiz each 
other on books. He wanted my opinion on a 
series I told him I read when I was in ninth 
grade. He told me which characters he dis-
liked, which ones were excessively whiny, and 
which sequels he had lined up to read.  
I learned that Noah lived with several 
younger cousins in a house with his parents. I 
didn’t know where Noah’s older brother was, 
though I knew he wasn’t in school. Noah’s 
father, an army reservist, was angry if  his son 
wasn’t waiting at the curb when he arrived to 
pick him up from tutoring.
Noah attended tutoring for three weeks. 
After March, I didn’t see him. He stopped 
in once to say he was acting in a school play. 
astronomically to mass incarceration. 
Although I had certainly heard of  them, 
I didn’t witness any arrests or brawls in the 
hallways at ITC High School in Syracuse. 
Instead, I found multiple students failing 
the Global History section of  their Regents 
Exams. The frustrating part was that many 
of  these students were incidentally, system-
atically, and indirectly set up to fail.  Eventu-
ally I was taken off  teaching Global History 
and assigned to Noah, a young black ninth 
grader who was notorious among the tutors 
for his inability to sit still. Noah did not want 
to attend tutoring. He had no one encourag-
ing him to go, no teacher to drag him to the 
classroom by his shirtsleeves. He had already 
failed the ninth grade. 
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Upon entering my second year with Say Yes, 
I fully expected to see Noah again. I didn’t. 
The birdcage limiting Noah had already be-
gun to shrink. I didn’t realize what Stepha-
nie had told us was entirely true: “These are 
inner-city black kids and Latino kids. Here, 
they are not the minority. You are the minor-
ity here. If  you remember anything, remem-
ber that.”
Walking through the corridors of  ITC that 
second year, I was very aware of  my whiteness, 
my clothing. How 
outnumbered I was. 
It had never occurred 
to me before, until I 
noticed the stares. I 
was ignorant of  race 
because I had never 
felt pressured, obli-
gated, or forced to 
notice its presence. 
It was a given that 
I would finish high 
school, pass standard-
ized tests, and attend 
college. It was a given 
that I would have the 
ability to pay for it. 
There I was, a sophomore in college. 
Where was Noah?
There were two required Say Yes orien-tations a year, one in September and one in January. That September, I sat 
in an auditorium with fifty other students. 
We were each given a blue folder with reams 
of  pamphlets and flyers plastered with info-
graphics. 
Stephanie stood at the podium and 
switched on the projector. A YouTube video 
titled “KJ’s Reaction to UC Berkeley Accep-
tance” flickered to life on the whiteboard and 
the lights dimmed. 
A high school student hunched over an Apple 
MacBook with what we can assume is the rest of  
his family. He clicked through a couple pages be-
fore losing himself  to screams of  exhilaration: he 
jumped from the kitchen onto the sofa, bouncing 
from end to end, before he ripped open the win-
dow and continued to scream. 
Stephanie brought the lights back up and 
there were tears in her eyes. I froze, shocked 
at the sight of  this impressive woman chok-
ing on any emotion other than hard-lined 
defiance. “We can do 
that,” she said. “We 
can do that for these 
kids. We can get them 
that acceptance letter. 
With your help, we can 
do that.”
Say Yes has many 
goals. It can also claim 
to have many suc-
cesses. I never saw 
any of  them. I saw 
an empty classroom 
for most of  my time 
with Say Yes. After 
my first three weeks 
with Noah, I had one 
student. One. In two years. For the remain-
ing five months, I sat in the recently renovated 
library of  ITC High School with ten other 
tutors and not a single student. The program 
has been hailed by eminent members of  so-
ciety, including Chancellor Nancy Cantor and 
President Obama, but students like Noah 
are falling through the cracks, fast-tracking to 
the streets. 
Noah’s story is a familiar one, though per-
haps he is better off  here than most. Last I 
knew, Noah was still attending ITC, but say 
he stopped going to class. Each morning, he 
wakes up and leaves the house. He hides from 
his father that he is skipping school. Eventu-
ally, his father discovers this and is angrier with 
These are inner-
city black kids and 
Latino kids. Here, 
they are not the 
minority. You are 
the minority.
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Noah than usual. Noah begins spending more 
time outside the house with friends, friends he 
once described as prone to occasionally dabble 
with drugs. Noah, a smart kid who likes James 
Patterson books, becomes involved with drugs. 
Of  course, it is never so simple or so lin-
ear. Michelle Alexander explains the link 
between black youth, incarceration, and the 
vitriol behind the drug war. Reagan’s “War on 
Drugs”—publicized and over-hyped to the 
point of  hysteria—has institutionalized rac-
ism in a way that has altered how we value 
human beings. The system is stacked against 
a collective of  people because we value num-
bers more than relationships or growth. Test 
scores, arrests, guns confiscated, and drugs 
seized—all quantitative. 
Noah’s chances of  becoming one of  
20,000 young black men in prison are higher 
than him earning a Bachelor’s degree. Noah 
has a greater chance of  being on parole than 
he does being in a theater class at Syracuse 
University. Noah is more likely to forfeit his 
personal freedom and responsibility to a ra-
cially quantitative statistic than I am. 
Alexander is right—we as a society have 
barred an entire population of  a certain skin 
color from achieving what they want out of  life. 
We—I—never asked them what they wanted. 
How did we—white, middle class Amer-
ica—come to this crossroads? We insisted 
that we were doing the right thing to keep our 
neighborhoods safe and clean. We rigged the 
education system and left children behind. We 
divided ourselves. We created a caged environ-
ment and a double standard, whites versus 
blacks. For what?  
As a white, middle-class college student 
bred in the suburbs of  Philadelphia, I will 
never understand what it is to be targeted be-
cause of  my skin color. I will never know what 
it is to be asked to step off  the sidewalk and 
submit to a search. If  I ever was, and I was 
caught with marijuana, I would never see the 
inside of  a prison cell. Noah would. 
This past summer, during the “stop-and-
frisk” debates raging in New York City, I had suc-
cessfully secured a teaching internship at WHYY. 
I and several other interns under Craig assisted in 
a classroom of  fifteen to thirty students whose 
parents paid a couple thousand dollars in course 
fees. It was a journalism camp; of  course they 
kept updating their phones, waiting for the Zim-
merman decision in the Trayvon Martin trial. Of  
course they knew about DOMA. But I never 
expected any of  them to know of  “stop-and-
frisk.” Why would they? Their parents worked 
next door at the American College of  Physi-
cians. They shopped at Kate Spade outlets and 
browsed the J. Crew website in the computer lab. 
They were going to college.
It was roughly two in the morning on a Saturday. I had a water bottle of  rum in one hand and a cigarette in the other. 
I was talking to a boy whose nametag read 
“Lars,” an appropriately nineties-era name 
for the theme of  the party. Thirty twenty-
year-olds were dancing frenetically to house 
music on property owned by Syracuse Uni-
versity. Red cups littered the backyard and 
apartment. 
“Hey, Annie,” said Laura as she stumbled 
out of  the back door of  the house. “Do you 
want to go back to my apartment after this 
and smoke weed with me? I already talked to 
Kim, and she’s going to come, too.”
Without hesitation, I said, “Sure, why not?” 
The night continued and we left just as the 
last bus pulled out of  South Campus. I felt 
secure, knowing that no police officer would 
arrest me with the smell of  alcohol on my 
breath. I was vulnerable and cold in my tank 
top and jeans. If  the police saw me walking 
alone towards campus, they would escort me 
home. They would walk me to the front door. 
They would let me go. 
INTERTEXT 2014 | 55
57
et al.: Intertext 2014 — Complete Issue
Published by SURFACE, 2014 51
et al.: Intert xt 201   Complete Issue
lished by SURFACE, 2014
and touting its support of  breast cancer re-
search. The topic of  breast cancer, an issue 
over which women took to the streets in the 
1990s, has become comfortably entrenched 
in the culture of  corporations and the main-
stream media. Corporations have taken con-
trol of  the public discourse on breast cancer 
and have become an essential part of  the 
news abuse that focuses the conversation on 
the harmless, “feminine” side of  the disease. 
This in turn promotes misogynistic ideals 
and channels women’s anger into consum-
56
Dr. Olufunmilayo Olopade, director of  the Cancer Risk Clinic at the University of  Chicago, commented 
on Breast Cancer Awareness Month: “It’s a 
great thing that women are more aware, but 
awareness is different from actually doing 
something about it.” There is perhaps no 
more accurate quote to describe the over-
all publicity surrounding breast cancer. It is 
hard to turn anywhere during October with-
out seeing some kind of  commercial product 
or organization sporting a pretty pink ribbon 
Cashing in on the Pink Ribbon
Soleil Young
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erism. The media and corporations can eas-
ily twist breast cancer awareness to support 
post-feminist ideas and “hipster sexism,” 
while enlarging their profits.
Since its inception, the pink ribbon has 
been a corporate symbol. It was first used to 
stand for breast cancer awareness and pre-
vention by the makeup conglomerate Estée 
Lauder in the 1990s. Charlotte Haley, who 
worked for the National Cancer Institute 
and had begun a peach ribbon campaign to 
raise awareness about how little research was 
being done on cancer prevention, was ap-
proached by the Estée Lauder Corporation, 
which wanted to use her ribbon on its prod-
ucts. She refused, and the company decided 
to use a ribbon of  a different color instead 
to get around the issue of  legal ownership. 
After Estée Lauder carried out focus group 
testing, the company found that pink was the 
color to which women responded most, as 
they found it to be thee most comforting, re-
assuring, and nonthreatening color (Pink Rib-
bons, Inc.). The campaign worked, and accord-
ing to the film Pink Ribbons, Inc., this was the 
first instance of  a corporation’s engaging in 
the kind of  product-related “philanthropy” 
wherein partial donations from the sale of  a 
product go to support some cause. Since this 
first pink ribbon campaign, many other com-
panies have begun to do the same thing, most 
also using the pink ribbon. The fact that the 
issue of  breast cancer “awareness” became 
popularized in this way reflects how well the 
topic was manipulated by corporations and 
the media to serve their own interests.
The use of  breast cancer as “cause mar-
keting”—partnering between profit business 
and non-profit organizations—is most obvi-
ous in the shady dealings involving research 
money that is raised in relation to breast can-
cer. When you buy a “pink ribbon” product, 
there is often no guarantee of  how much 
money (if  any) is being given to “research,” 
what kind of  research it’s going to pay for, 
or what organization will receive the funds. 
According to the Think Before You Pink 
organization, any company can put a pink 
ribbon on its products, “as the pink ribbon 
is not regulated by any agency.” The organi-
zation cites as an example the Dansko Shoe 
Company, which in 2010 promoted the sale 
of  “pink ribbon” clogs. Dansko’s implication 
that it would donate money from the sale of  
the clogs to breast cancer research was in fact 
false, as it had already set aside a $25,000 do-
nation for the Susan G. Komen Foundation 
for the Cure that did not rely upon the sale 
of  the shoes. Even if  a company does do-
nate part of  the proceeds from the sale of  
a product to breast cancer research, the dol-
lar amount might be very small (for instance, 
Yoplait encouraged consumers to send in 
the cap from a Yoplait yogurt cup and then 
donated five cents for each cap received), or 
there might be a limit on the proceeds donat-
ed. Many breast cancer activists and feminists 
have been particularly critical of  companies 
using consumers’ purchases to fund breast 
cancer–related donations, claiming that it is 
easier and more worthwhile to have people 
simply send in a $10 check to an organiza-
tion (Pink Ribbons, Inc.). Instead, companies 
use the cause of  breast cancer awareness as 
a way to convince people to buy their prod-
uct as opposed to that of  a competitor. It’s a 
classic oligopoly marketing strategy in which 
a brand creates an image or promotes itself  
in order to lure buyers. 
An offshoot issue arising from this cor-
poratization is the misuse of  research funds. 
Most Americans think of  “research” as a 
blanket term and assume the money dedicat-
ed to it is being put to good use. As Barbara 
A. Brenner, executive director of  Breast Can-
cer Action of  San Francisco, noted in Pink 
Ribbons, Inc., the notion that throwing money 
at a problem will fix it is a very capitalistic 
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approach, a “quick fix we have come to ex-
pect,” and it contributes to our expectation 
that we will “win” by donating as much mon-
ey as possible. Most foundations like to tout 
the amount of  money they have donated/
raised (e.g., “The Susan G. Komen Founda-
tion has raised more than $1.9 billion in the 
fight against breast cancer,” as the organiza-
tion’s Web page says). It’s odd if  one consid-
ers the fact that these companies are not pub-
licizing what has 
been accomplished 
with the research 
money. 
In truth, most 
research is done 
on pharmaceuti-
cal products (Pink 
Ribbons, Inc.), drugs 
aimed at prolong-
ing the lives of  
patients (some-
times just by a few 
weeks), and only 
3% of  research 
funds are put to-
wards prevention 
and the study of  
causation. We 
know very little 
about breast can-
cer except that 
there are five or six 
(or maybe more) 
different types, 
and each behaves 
differently. This 
makes treating the 
disease very diffi-
cult, and no treat-
ment works for everyone. As Dr. Susan Love, 
who has done extensive research on breast 
cancer, pointed out in Pink Ribbons, Inc., many 
HIV/AIDS drug advances came about after 
scientists understood the pathology and eti-
ology of  the disease. By attempting to sim-
ply “slash, burn and poison” cancer instead 
of  understanding it, researchers are misus-
ing funds. This may benefit pharmaceutical 
companies, though, and as long as there are 
no real strides in treating breast cancer and 
nobody asks what is being gained through 
the use of  research funds, the companies can 
continue to exploit breast cancer for profit.
Ironically enough, 
companies that sup-
port breast cancer 
“awareness” and “re-
search” may well be 
contributing to the rise 
in prevalence of  the 
disease. “Pinkwash-
ing” (a term coined 
by cancer advocacy 
group Breast Cancer 
Action, an organiza-
tion dedicated to sup-
porting those with 
breast cancer and em-
phasizing breast can-
cer as a public health 
problem) refers to a 
phenomenon in which 
companies like Avon 
(and even, in one in-
stance, the Susan G. 
Komen Foundation) 
that claim to support 
breast cancer aware-
ness actually use car-
cinogens or suspected 
carcinogens in their 
products. Instances 
include such use in 
Yoplait products (Yoplait eventually stopped 
using it after Think Before You Pink started a 
letter and email campaign against its use). The 
number of  companies that do something simi-
58
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lar is astounding, but as long as they control 
how breast cancer is discussed, the public will 
never realize the extent of  the problem. Pink-
washing, the misuse of  research funds, and the 
corporatization of  breast cancer are all forms 
of  news abuse that companies use to create the 
prevalent “pink ribbon culture” (Pink Ribbon, 
Inc.) we associate with breast cancer and con-
trol the conversation about it for the purpose 
of  making money.
The “pink ribbon culture” created by cor-
porations is damaging both to women with 
breast cancer, especially Stage IV, and women 
without the disease. It perpetrates misogynis-
tic stereotypes and deflects anger by perpetu-
ating ideas about how women should behave, 
which in turn channels anger and potential 
activism into something mundane. The most 
obvious of  these issues is the use of  misogy-
nistic and sexist phrases and ideas in the mar-
keting of  “breast cancer awareness.” The “I 
Love Boobies” campaign, which was launched 
in 2004 by the Keep A Breast Foundation and 
has been reported as selling over a million 
bracelets (Keep A Breast Foundation), is one 
of  the most prevalent among young people. 
According to its mission statement, the pro-
gram “puts the message of  shame-free breast 
awareness in the global spotlight” (Keep A 
Breast Foundation). A campaign image urg-
ing people to get involved features a woman 
clutching her breasts while holding an “I Love 
Boobies” flag. One of  the foundation’s “art” 
projects, featured on its website, is painted 
women’s plaster torsos lacking any heads or 
legs, showcasing only breasts. Feminists take 
issue with the campaign because it encourages 
the sexualization of  a serious issue and the 
reduction of  women to simply the parts of  
them that the media find sexy.
Perhaps Tracy Clark-Flory says it best 
when she writes that the campaign “simpli-
fies the fight against breast cancer as a fight 
to save breasts. Not people, but breasts” 
(“Why I Do Not Heart Boobies”). Similar 
“awareness” campaigns such as “Save the Ta-
Tas” T-shirts, a commercial featuring bounc-
ing bikini-clad breasts, and a website called 
the “Booby Wall” that collects pictures of  
breasts in an effort to raise awareness (Clark-
Flory, “Boobs to Cure Cancer?”) are all prob-
lematic for the same reason. They objectify 
women and paint the fight against breast can-
cer as a fight to save breasts. Recently, a gos-
sip site whose slogan is “Because Men Think 
Differently” reported on a celebrity photo 
shoot featuring models lounging naked in 
bathtubs. The story began with, “You know 
nobody loves breasts more than I do…we 
don’t just admire, leer, and ogle, we also need 
to preserve, protect, and defend”(Swift). It is 
a blatantly sexist ad, perhaps the worst of-
fender of  all the campaigns mentioned here. 
The campaigns don’t really care about wom-
en if  they are reduced to using misogynis-
tic and sexist phrases and slurs, thus helping 
perpetuate the idea that women are merely 
sex objects and the idea that the sadness of  
a death from breast cancer or even a mastec-
tomy is solely due to the loss of  the woman’s 
“boobies.”
As mentioned earlier, the color pink was 
specifically chosen to represent breast cancer 
because women found it the most comfort-
ing, reassuring, and non-threatening color. 
Traditionally, women have been viewed as 
nurturers, expected to be happy and cheerful 
all the time, and this is an essential factor con-
tributing to the marginalization of  women. 
Charlene Elliot, Ph.D., argues that pink rib-
bons piggyback on this general warm and 
fuzzy sentimentality around pink and thus 
present breast cancer awareness as a com-
forting thing (Pink Ribbons, Inc.). The “cult of  
domesticity”-inspired attitude toward women 
is prevalent in almost every aspect of  breast 
cancer awareness, prevention, and research 
organizations as well as in how the media 
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portrays them and their events. Rhetoric and 
stories in the breast cancer community are of-
ten intended to be uplifting, featuring women 
with the disease who remained cheerful and 
positive throughout the horrible ordeals they 
had to go through. This, in a sense, margin-
alizes anger, and the corporations and orga-
nizations involved are fully aware of  this. In 
Pink Ribbons, Inc., Nancy Brinker, head of  the 
Susan G. Komen Foundation for the Cure, 
admitted that per-
haps the organiza-
tion was putting a 
“pretty pink rib-
bon” on things, but 
claimed that this 
was in some ways 
good, as she felt 
that anger did not 
motivate people 
to support a cause 
for the long term. 
Unfortunately, this 
assessment does 
not take into ac-
count anti-colonial 
movements, the 
Civil Rights Move-
ment, the feminist 
movement, anti-
racism movements, 
and many other 
movements that 
have been able to 
combine anger 
with hope and op-
timism. By com-
pletely writing off  anger, the Komen Foun-
dation (which is the largest and best-known 
breast cancer–related foundation) is in a sense 
able to discourage activism. In fact, in the ear-
ly 1990s, a plethora of  protests led by women 
over the growing epidemic that was breast 
cancer (Pink Ribbons, Inc.) constituted the 
main discourse on breast cancer awareness, 
prevention, and other issues surrounding the 
disease. Barbara A. Brenner of  Breast Can-
cer Action San Francisco, who actively par-
ticipated in these protests, feels that the main 
effect of  the “whole pink ribbon culture” was 
“to drain and deflect the kind of  militancy we 
had as women who were appalled to have a 
disease that was an epidemic and yet we don’t 
even know the cause of ” (Pink Ribbons, Inc.). 
The discouragement 
of  anger and activism 
related to breast cancer 
is part of  a larger goal 
by the media and the 
patriarchy as a whole 
to silence women and 
stop feminist activism. 
This effort is part of  the 
media’s post-feminist 
agenda, an ideologi-
cal backlash against the 
feminist movements 
of  the 1970s and be-
yond. A study by Me-
dia Report to Women 
discusses an NBC Uni-
versal initiative called 
“Women’s Week” and 
the fact that most cover-
age seemed to stress the 
ways in which women’s 
individual choices had 
negatively impacted 
work and family life 
(Schowalter). NBC and 
others stress that most 
women’s problems seem to stem from their 
their lack of  presence in the home, but they 
say this in a way that is difficult to clearly 
identify as sexism because it lets us feel “like 
we are beyond low-level, obvious humiliation 
of  women” (Quart). It’s sexism that consists 
of  the objectification of  women, but using 
60
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mockery, quotation marks, and paradox, and 
it includes women “ironically” posing for the 
male gaze (as in most American Apparel ads); 
the success of  sexually abusive, creepy, and 
yet very popular photographer Terry Rich-
ardson; and popular TV shows using mi-
sogynistic language like “slut” and “skank.” 
It also involves the touting of  partial feminist 
victories such as the outlawing of  discrimina-
tion against women in hiring decisions while 
a blind eye is turned to the fact that such 
discrimination still happens and that women, 
especially women of  color, still earn less than 
men. This phenomenon affects not just news 
stations like Fox, but also more liberal news-
papers such as the New York Times, which in 
2005 ran a story with the headline “Voices 
from a Post-Feminist Generation” (Fudge). 
The Media Report to Women also dis-
cussed another of  NBC Universal’s Wom-
en’s Week goals, stating that the network at-
tempted to start a conversation, but focused 
on issues and segments that in the end only 
led to a discussion of  “new time-saving 
products.” Because women make 80% of  
family buying decisions and yet advertisers 
have historically had a hard time connect-
ing with them (Pink Ribbons, Inc.), the whole 
week was really a hidden opportunity for 
corporations and news companies to make 
money and further their post-feminist ideas.
The fact that pink ribbon breast cancer 
awareness products are easily marketable to 
women, along with the fact that the rhetoric 
created by companies discourages activism 
among women, makes breast cancer the per-
fect issue for media companies to focus on 
and promote. This is why it has exploded and 
become so widely covered. It is unlikely that 
corporations and the media will ever alter 
the way they talk about breast cancer with-
out widespread societal calls for change. The 
way we talk about breast cancer is flawed, but 
pointing this out and trying to do something 
that actually helps women with breast cancer 
(by trying to figure out what is causing this 
epidemic and letting them feel their anger) 
won’t sell products, it won’t deter women 
from protesting, and it won’t use misogynis-
tic language and ideas that promote the me-
dia’s post-feminist views. 
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ARTISTS
Ashli Fiorini is a graduating Art Photography senior 
from Syracuse, NY: http://cargocollective.com/afiorini
We would like to thank the artists whose work appears in this issue. Below are the original images that appear in this 
year’s Intertext along with some information about the artists. 
Holly Wilson: “As the rest of  society is passively choked by the man, living in 
repetition through stereotypes and false realities, a new generation will assemble”:
http://yourfriendholly.wix.com/amorphousnoise-
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quality designs based on the specific wants and needs of  clients: http://whitleyswilliams.tumblr.com
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